Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human Geography

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rgab20

Present checkpoint futures: the relaunch of
checkpoint 300 in Bethlehem in the occupied
Palestinian territories
Alexandra Rijke
To cite this article: Alexandra Rijke (2021): Present checkpoint futures: the relaunch of checkpoint
300 in Bethlehem in the occupied Palestinian territories, Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human
Geography, DOI: 10.1080/04353684.2021.1963303
To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/04353684.2021.1963303

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group
Published online: 09 Aug 2021.

Submit your article to this journal

Article views: 97

View related articles

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rgab20

GEOGRAFISKA ANNALER: SERIES B, HUMAN GEOGRAPHY
https://doi.org/10.1080/04353684.2021.1963303

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Present checkpoint futures: the relaunch of checkpoint 300 in
Bethlehem in the occupied Palestinian territories*
Alexandra Rijke
Wageningen University & Research, Cultural Geography, Wageningen, Netherlands
ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

The almost 100 Israeli checkpoints that are located inside the West Bank
and on its ‘border’ with Israel play a particularly important role in the
architecture of occupation. They represent key political technologies
that are used to monitor, discipline and/or selectively limit the mobility
of Palestinians. In this paper, I analyse the ways in which the design of
the newly relaunched Checkpoint 300 in Bethlehem represents a certain
speciﬁc ‘checkpoint future’, materialized in the continued ‘evolution’ of
Checkpoint 300, its machines and ‘façade of legitimacy’: a future in
which the Israeli military regime controlling the Occupied Palestinian
Territories (OPT) is kept in place and the checkpoints and their inherent
violence are increasingly normalized. Furthermore, I argue that this
‘checkpoint future’ does not lead to a less violent or arbitrary
checkpoint regime. This remaining presence of violence should not be
framed as a failure, instead, the continued presence of violence,
analysed here as experienced and expressed in the arbitrary functioning
of the checkpoint machines, as well as the ‘legitimised façade’ of
Checkpoint 300 are intrinsically bound and an expression of the same
violent future: a future with an enduring Israeli military regime in the
Occupied Palestinian Territories.
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… the future can acts as a present cause for action, …
(Anderson 2010a, 229)

Introduction
Bethlehem: Saturday, 27 April 2019. Checkpoint 300 seems to have changed dramatically. I only walked
through it quickly when I arrived but it seems much larger. I think they have built an extra building where
the empty parking lot used to be. I wonder, would this make the passage easier? As Omer1 [a 48-year-old
Palestinian police oﬃcer in Bethlehem] said this morning; if the checkpoint is indeed easier, this will only
further normalize the occupation. I agree, but honestly, I can’t believe the unpredictability and arbitrariness
will actually be gone. These tools are too important for the Israeli military regime. So how does this express
itself in the new Checkpoint 300? I should go for an extensive observation soon!
(ﬁeldnotes, 27-04-2019)
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Checkpoint 300 in Bethlehem was ﬁrst established in the 1990s as a combination of cement
blocks, sand bags and Israeli soldiers, with the aim of controlling the mobility of Palestinians travelling to Jerusalem and Israel.2 It was relaunched as a ‘terminal checkpoint’ in 2005. Terminal
checkpoints were designed in a very speciﬁc way to resemble ‘airport terminals’, ‘reinforcing the
illusion that they are normal sites marking the border between two sovereign entities and concealing the fact that Israeli rule applies on both sides of the terminal’ (Kotef and Amir 2007, 982; see also
Braverman 2011 and Weizman 2007). As further argued by Hagar Kotef and Merav Amir, due to
their design, which includes numerous machines, such as turnstiles, metal detectors, x-ray
machines and ﬁngerprint- and iris-scanning devices, these terminal checkpoints presented a ‘facade
of legitimacy’ (ibid., see also Rijke and Minca 2019). In 2018, Checkpoint 300 was relaunched for a
second time.
Here, I will analyse the ways in which the design of the newly relaunched Checkpoint 300 represents certain ‘present futures’. Within the study of security and border mechanisms, ‘present
futures’ have often been analysed with a focus on the eﬀect that future threats have on our present
day, or, more speciﬁcally, how possible threats materialize in actions today. The discussions that
arise then are focused on questions concerning the role played by a possible future threat that has
no actual existence in our current present (see, amongst others, Amoore 2009; Anderson 2010a,
2010b; Adey & Anderson 2011a, 2011b; De Goede 2008; Massumi 2007). Here I will use the concept
‘present futures’ in a slightly diﬀerent manner. I will not focus on the possible ‘threats’ that are experienced, used or framed to legitimize the existence of the checkpoint regime. Instead, I will analyse in
which ways a speciﬁc ‘checkpoint future’ materializes in the continued ‘evolution’ of Checkpoint 300,
its machines and ‘façade of legitimacy’. I focus on the materialization of a speciﬁc future embedded in
the daily workings on Checkpoint 300 aimed at making the checkpoint regime sustainable in the long
run: a future in which the Israeli military regime controlling the Occupied Palestinian Territories
(OPT) is kept in place and the checkpoints and their inherent violence are increasingly normalized.
I will argue that these ‘checkpoint futures’, embedded in the materialities and daily workings of
the checkpoint, do not lead to a less violent or arbitrary checkpoint regime. This process, which was
already visible in the previous form and functioning of terminal checkpoints (Braverman 2011;
Kotef and Amir 2007: Mansbach 2009; Rijke and Minca 2018, 2019; Weizman 2007), has only continued in the relaunch of Checkpoint 300. The remaining presence of violence should not be framed
as an ‘instructive failure’ of the checkpoint; a failure that will lead to an improved checkpoint without violence (Lisle 2018). Instead, the continued presence of violence, analysed here as experienced
and expressed in the arbitrary functioning of the checkpoint machines, as well as the ‘legitimised
façade’ of Checkpoint 300 are intrinsically connected and an expression of the same violent future:
a future with an enduring Israeli military regime in the Occupied Palestinian Territories.

Present futures I: an enduring checkpoint regime
The intricate ways in which the Israeli military regime in the Palestinian Territories is normalized
has been analysed thoroughly in academia. Examples are the in-depth analyses of the use of
language and maps (Bier 2017; Bowman 2007; Jones, Leuenberger, and Wills 2016; Leuenberger
2016), pink washing (Hartal 2020; Puar 2007, 2013; Ritchie 2015), wine washing (Handel, Rand,
and Allegra 2015; Monterescu and Handel 2019), the administrative and political performances
that strengthen and legitimize the Israeli military rule (Joronen 2017; Yiftachel 1998), the role
played by infrastructure and the selective increase of mobility (Baumann 2019; Pullan et al.
2007; Salamanca 2015), the role played by thanatopower in the Israeli colonial occupation (Ghanim
2008), the material-architectural history of Palestinian refugee camps (Abourahme 2011, 2015;
Hanaﬁ and Long 2010), the functioning and impact of checkpoints (Bishara 2015; Braverman
2011, 2012; Grassiani 2015; Griﬃths and Repo 2018; Hammami 2004, 2010, 2015, 2019; Kaufman
2008; Keshet 2006; Kotef 2011; Kotef and Amir 2007; Mansbach 2009, 2012, 2016; Parizot 2009;
Peteet 2017; Razack 2010; Tawil-Souri 2009, 2010, 2011, 2017) and the erasure of the Green Line
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and the settlement project (Allegra, Handel, and Maggor 2017; Azoulay and Ophir 2012; Ram
2015). Here, I wish to build upon the work of authors such as Kotef and Amir (2007), Hammami
(2019), Braverman (2011) and Mansbach (2009), as well as my own (Rijke, 2019, 2020; Rijke and
Minca, 2018, 2019), in which the increased normalization of the checkpoint regime has been critically analysed.
As a part of the ‘Another Life’ campaign that the IDF launched in 2003, it was stated that the aim
was to minimize the damage to the daily life of Palestinians in order to avoid the IDF having to take
over completely the provision of food and services (Weizman 2007). One aspect of this program
was to minimize the presence of checkpoints inside the West Bank, while introducing large, meticulously planned checkpoints on the ‘border’3 with Israel – called terminal checkpoints. While the
number of checkpoints inside the West Bank did not decrease and the Palestinian fabric of life was
continuously undermined and destroyed by the increasing presence of Jewish settlers (Allegra,
Handel, and Maggor 2017; B’Tselem 2019), the terminal checkpoints did materialize. Often not
located on the ‘border’ with Israel but inside the West Bank, these terminal checkpoints were
large, airport-like structures, littered with machines and a ‘façade of legitimacy’ (Kotef and Amir
2007). This ‘façade of legitimacy’ entails these speciﬁcally designed terminal checkpoints ostensibly
resemble ‘neutral border crossings’. With their machines, rules and regulations and private security
guards, at ﬁrst impression the military regime occupying the Palestinian Territories seems far away.
One of the ways in which this ‘façade of legitimacy’ was expressed was the ‘humanitarian language’
that accompanied these terminals. Checkpoints such as Checkpoint 300 were introduced as legitimate border crossings, accompanied by toilets, numerous machines, a humanitarian gate for
women, children, the sick and elderly, ﬁxed passage regulations and private security guards (Braverman 2011; Handel 2009; Weizman 2007). Within this ‘humane checkpoint regime’, there was even
space for the presence and concerns of activist groups such as Machsom Watch and the EAPPI.4
Aware of the position these organizations were put in, Machsom Watcher Yehudit Keshet (2006,
117) stated in her book Checkpoint Watch: Testimonies from Occupied Palestine,
Recognition [by the army] of CPW [Machsom Watch] and its concerns also posits the army as a humane
defender, with nothing to hide. As one oﬃcer said, where else in the world would an army allow civilians
to monitor its operations in the ﬁeld?

As argued by Mansbach (2009) and Braverman (2011), who were both involved with Machsom
Watch and critically assessed the launch of the terminal checkpoints, this presentation was
meant for the Israeli and international eye. Braverman explains: ‘Israel goes out of its way to create
an impression of newness and to let the world know that through civilization, it is now aligning
itself with other nations’ (2011, 290; see also Mansbach 2009).
The architecture and design of the terminal checkpoints play an important role in the normalization of their presence, their ‘façade of legitimacy’ and framing as ‘neutral border crossings’, and
the disappearance of ‘explosive violence’ (Braverman 2011; Hammami 2019; Rijke and Minca
2019). The meticulously designed checkpoints are littered with machines; turnstiles, x-ray
machines, ﬁngerprint- and eye scanner devices. These machines seemingly increase the distance
between the Palestinian commuters and the Israeli checkpoint managers, which makes it possible
for the ‘(dis)functioning’ of the checkpoint to be seen as the result of the ‘(dis)functioning’ of the
machines, instead of the outcome of the checkpoint regime and the behaviour of its managers. Or,
as put by Irus Braverman, ‘in the new regime, machines do most of the dirty work, obscuring within
them the story of their human programming and design’ (2011, 286), and, what I would add, their
human management. Rema Hammami (2019, 90) critically assessed the role played by machines,
speciﬁcally the turnstiles, inside the terminal checkpoints and the intend to increase the distance
between the checkpoint managers and Palestinian commuters:
The addition of clear channels made with concrete barriers and primitive turnstiles to funnel Palestinians was
supposed to replace the soldiers’ direct use of violence to herd them into orderly queues. (…) Crucial in this
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was the introduction of objective categorical distinctions of Palestinians in order to ‘protect’ soldiers from the
vagaries and ‘corrupting eﬀects’ of sorting.

However, as Hammami argues, the checkpoint design and regime refuse to produce the desired
results. Instead, the objective categorical distinctions keep changing, sometimes on a daily basis,
and the Israeli checkpoint managers were continuously ‘forced to use intersubjective means of veriﬁcation’ (ibid., see also Rijke and Minca 2018). As such, Hammami warns against overromanticizing the Israeli control via the use of machines and urges that we should keep an eye on the ‘dirty
work’, the daily passages during which machines, Israeli checkpoint managers and Palestinian commuters engage with each other.
As I have also argued elsewhere (Rijke 2019, 2020; Rijke and Minca 2018, 2019), the irregular,
arbitrary and violent workings of checkpoints such as Checkpoint 300 are indeed the outcome of
the constant interaction between Palestinian commuters, Israeli checkpoint managers, the
machines, and rules and regulations. More speciﬁcally, the machines play an important role in
the arbitrary functioning of the checkpoints: when the metal detectors (don’t) beep when they
should (not), or when the ID or ﬁngerprint scanners don’t scan, even though the correct data is
being oﬀered. These moments can be framed as moments of ‘failure’. As Hammami wonders, ‘Is
rationalizing and removing the soldier from the vagaries of embodied interaction with those
they dominate really what is being sought at all? Or if it is, why does it seem to inevitably fail?’
(2019, 96).
So do the machines fail? Do the checkpoints fail? The machines surely ‘misbehave’. As explained
by Debbie Lisle (2018) failure is often framed as an instructive moment, following the slogan ‘fail
better’ (888). She argues there is a need for an inclusion of more heterogenous life-worlds of failure,
not solely focusing on how failure leads to better practices, but by including moments when failure
disrupts, surprises and deconstructs. Hence, when addressing the question whether or not the
checkpoint regime fails, it seems more helpful to frame this not as an instructive moment that
will lead to the disappearance of said failure – that would lead to a checkpoint without ‘misbehaving
machines’. Actually, these are the moments that allow for the existence of unpredictability, arbitrariness and violence within the checkpoint regime. By not seeing these moments as exceptions
but as inherent to the present checkpoint futures, one can analyse the workings of the checkpoints
as arbitrary and violent, without this arbitrariness or violence being framed as something that will
be ‘solved’ and, hence, that will disappear at some point.

Present-futures II: arbitrariness in palestine
As stated in the introduction, I focus here on the role played by violence within the present checkpoint futures, analysed as experienced and expressed in the arbitrary functioning of the checkpoint
regime. This arbitrary functioning of Checkpoint 300, as well as its ‘legitimised façade’, are an
expression of the same violent future of an enduring Israeli military regime in the Occupied Palestinian Territories.
The important role played by arbitrariness, of never knowing what will happen next, in the
Israeli military rule of the Occupied Territories has been exempliﬁed by several academics. Ariella
Azoulay and Ophir (2009, 14), for instance, have explained how the Territories are not ruled
through a general law, but instead through a ‘ruling by decree’:
The Occupied Palestinian Territories are not a legal vacuum. The abuse of life at the hands of the ruling power
is not due to some withdrawal of the law, but occurs thanks to a savage proliferation of legalities and illegalities
and the creation of an extensive juridical patchwork that has no lawfulness of its own and that keeps changing
the law itself, the regime’s authorities and immunity, and the subject’s own status before the law.

Due to the frequent adoption of decrees in order to modify the juridical order, the overwhelming
majority of the actions of the occupying regime in the Palestinian Territories can withstand juridical
scrutiny. This prominence of arbitrariness in the Israeli regime has also been discussed by Gordon
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(2008), who stated that arbitrariness should be analysed as one of the key modalities of control of
Israel’s military rule. Arbitrariness, which, according to Gordon, conceals the consistent nature of
Israel’s military rule, is expressed most explicitly in the way rights, like the freedom of movement,
were transformed into privileges: which ‘forced Palestinians to constantly second-guess what the
Israeli authorities considered correct behaviour, while even those who became docile were often
denied permits for no apparent reason (..)’ (ibid, 25). Ruling by decrees leaves open the possibility
that whatever is decided upon can be altered at any time. As put diﬀerently by Berda (2018, 40),
‘contrary to a regime of rights, which obliges the state to avoid infringement of individual rights,
a regime of privileges allows the sovereign to grant (or withdraw) services for certain populations,
in an instantaneous administrative decision, so the subject is dependent on the grace and goodwill
of the ruler’. As explained by Gordon (2008, 29), this ‘lack of transparency and the gaps among the
diﬀerent legal frameworks was used to (…) manage the population through the production of endemic uncertainty’.
Zooming in on the spatial eﬀects of the prominence of arbitrariness as one of the key modalities
of the Israeli military regime, Handel (2009) argued that the conﬂict in Israel/Palestine is a conﬂict
over the possibility of using and controlling space. Handel employs the term ‘use value’ to describe
the diﬀerence between the mobility of a Jewish settler, who can move without restrictions and the
risk of being stopped, and a Palestinian resident, who can never know whether or not s/he will be
stopped on their way home. The low use value of Palestinians and the inability to predict one’s commute highly aﬀects one’s sense of orientation, sense of control and acquaintance with an area. Due
to this, Palestinians are struggling to ‘reintroduce predictable features into their living space’ (ibid.,
182). As explained by Handel (ibid., 194), this creation of uncertainty and arbitrariness has been
found by the Israeli military regime to be a ‘cheap and eﬀective technology’ that hampers freedom
of movement of Palestinians:
It is simpler and cheaper to impose arbitrary and highly ﬂuid movement prohibitions while intentionally
avoiding signposting, documentation, or notiﬁcation to the controlled population about the prohibitions,
than to build walls and fences. When a Palestinian does not have a clue as to which zones are open for passage
and what the open-ﬁre orders are regarding someone passing through a prohibited zone, it is reasonable to
assume that this Palestinian will avoid movement altogether.

Looking at the architecture of occupation, Weizman (2007) explained its inherently erratic,
unstable and unpredictable character. This, as he argued, is in line with Israel’s ‘foremost strategy
of obfuscation: the promotion of complexity’ (Weizman 2007, 8). This strategy, as he continued,
‘seeks simultaneously to obfuscate and naturalize the facts of domination’ (ibid.). In his highly
acclaimed Hollow Land (2007), Weizman discussed how intimate Palestinian spaces were invaded
and occupied by the Israeli military regime. Examples are the material barriers that were built on
Palestinian land, familiar roads becoming blocked and oﬀ-limits by checkpoints and settler-roads,
and Israeli soldiers literally coming into people’s homes through the walls. As a result, what
remained of ‘Palestine’ or could be identiﬁed as familiar ‘Palestinian space’ lacked coherence, stability and predictability.

Checkpoints as limited and unpredictable openings
Checkpoints play a speciﬁc role in the Occupied Palestinian Territories as limited and unpredictable
openings employed by the Israeli government (Rijke 2019). The inherent arbitrary nature of these
checkpoints ensures that the commute of Palestinian commuters is never entirely predictable. All
Palestinians I interviewed for this research project indicated that they never knew beforehand if
they could pass the checkpoints unchallenged. The following quote illustrates this point well. It
is an excerpt of an interview I had with 63-year-old Nathan, an employee of a Palestinian university.
When I asked him what eﬀects the checkpoints were having on university students, he recalled a
conversation that he had with one. She was about to graduate and had commuted between her
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home in East Jerusalem and the university in Bethlehem for several years. When he had asked her
what this commute had been like, she responded in the following way:
The worst part is coming in the bus up to the checkpoint and wondering, what will it be like this time? Is the
soldier going to wave the bus through? Is the soldier going to take a look at our IDs? Is the soldier going to take
all our IDs and make us sit there for an hour, an hour-and-a-half, while each of them is checked? Are we going
to be herded oﬀ the bus and made to stand in the sun while all of our IDs are checked? Or are we individually
going to be interrogated? Are we going to be strip-searched?

(Nathan, interview, 22 May 2017)
As explained by Razack (2010), checkpoints are one of the spaces in which the asymmetrical
relationship between occupier and occupied, Israeli and Palestinian, is continuously (re)produced.
Or, as put diﬀerently by Peteet (2017, 99), ‘checkpoints are transit zones where colonial dominion is
inscribed and exercised’. Peteet uses the term ‘wilful ineﬃciency’ to discuss the control that is exercised at the checkpoints through the creation of ‘chaos’, the constant changing of rules and procedures with no explanation (ibid., 104). Hagar Kotef and Merav Amir discussed this function of
the checkpoints in their analysis of the ‘imaginary line’. Kotef & Amir (2015, 58) explained that
the imaginary line was a technique used within the checkpoints were soldiers would punish Palestinian commuters for crossing a line that was not visible or previously indicated:
‘The imaginary line’ joins other political technologies – such as sets of contradictory orders, obscure and constantly changing regulations and instructions (that sometimes even change on an hourly basis), or a system of
permits that is impossible to abide by and that sometimes renders people illegal residents even in their own
home – to form a new mode of population management, one that is based on concealment rather than knowledge; on confusion and irregularity rather than regulation.

While within the terminal checkpoints it seems that the turnstiles and fences have replaced the imaginary line in the control of movement of Palestinian commuters, the irregular and unpredictable
functioning of these machines continues to create a confusing checkpoint. Here, I will add to this
ﬁeld of study by analysing the role played by arbitrariness in the ‘checkpoint future’ present in
Checkpoint 300’s daily functioning, aimed at the enduring presence of the Israeli military regime
in the Occupied Palestinian Territories.
However, while all Palestinians I interviewed for this research project indicated that they never
knew beforehand if they could pass the checkpoints unchallenged, they, and thousands with them
every day, did pass through the checkpoints or found other ways to still reach their destinations. To
quote Hammami, ‘human agency cannot be completely automated out of the system’ (2019, 95).
But ﬁrst, some notes on methods.

Methods
This paper builds upon a research project focused on three checkpoints in the Bethlehem area that
took place from 2015 until 2019.5 During this project I collected the large majority of the data on the
workings of Checkpoint 300 in 2016 and 2017. I brieﬂy returned to Bethlehem in 2019 to observe
the new Checkpoint 300. While in the ﬁeld, I combined extensive checkpoint observations with goalong interviews and in-depth interviews (following the example of Gabrielle Ivinson and Emma
Renold [2013] and Gillian Rose et al. [2010]).
In my previous work I have always foregrounded the experiences of Palestinian commuters by
including large sections of interview excerpts and describing in detail how these commuters
engaged with the checkpoints analysed (Rijke 2020; Rijke and Minca 2018, 2019). This helped
me to formulate one of my main arguments, namely that checkpoints are the outcome of the constant interaction between Palestinian commuters, Israeli checkpoint managers, the machines and
rules and regulations. As a part of this interaction, Palestinian commuters can twist, manipulate
and reject part of the checkpoint regime and, while limited, try to positively inﬂuence their passages.6 Here, I will analyse Checkpoint 300’s present ‘checkpoint futures’. These present checkpoint
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futures should, as I exemplify later in this paper, still be seen as the outcome of the interactions
between Palestinian commuters, Israeli checkpoint managers, the machines and rules and
regulations.
The decision to focus on Checkpoint 300 was motivated by the fact that it is one of busiest checkpoints in the West Bank and a newly relaunched terminal checkpoint. This means that it is a highly
controlled and speciﬁcally designed checkpoint. This makes it an especially suitable site to study the
inﬂuence of the design and architecture of the checkpoints on their functioning, especially regarding the (mal)functioning of the machines. More speciﬁcally, due to its location on one of the key
routes from the south of the West Bank to Jerusalem and its design, Checkpoint 300 is an essential
part of the larger checkpoint machinery that works towards the realization of the broader geographies of occupation in the West Bank. Furthermore, while certain Israeli checkpoints in the West
Bank, like Qalandiya checkpoint and Habla checkpoint, are infamous for the occurrence of spectacular violence and have been analysed in depth by authors such as Tawil-Souri (2009, 2010, 2011,
2017) and Rema Hammami (2004, 2010, 2015), Checkpoint 300 is a site with a relative absence of
frequent ‘spectacular violence’ (Azoulay and Ophir 2009). Actually, many of the mornings I
observed Checkpoint 300 were uneventful. Passing through a checkpoint is often a boring exercise
and analysing these boring mornings provides insights into the functioning of the checkpoints not
as sites of explosive violence but, rather, as sites where one can study oppression in everyday life and
its subtle expressions of violence, expressions that have become all the more important in the newly
relaunched Checkpoint 300.
Now, I will return to Checkpoint 300.

Present checkpoint futures: checkpoint 300
Normalization
I went back to Bethlehem in 2019 after hearing that Checkpoint 300 had been relaunched. Here are
some of the observations I noted down after my ﬁrst encounter with the new checkpoint:
Bethlehem, Saturday 27 April 2019, 11 am.
When approaching Checkpoint 300, I can see a large building that has been built on the other side of the Wall,
dwarﬁng the 9-metre-high cement Wall: the new checkpoint. The long tunnel that used to lead to the entrance
of the checkpoint is blocked and three new openings have been created in the Wall. One has a sign that says
‘humanitarian entry lane’. I bypass that opening and enter the one that has a sign that says ‘entrance’. I am
confronted with two turnstiles. The ceiling of this hallway is very high – I am inside the building that is
dwarﬁng the Wall. There are no soldiers in sight. There is a sign that says: ‘Welcome to the Rachel’s Tomb
Crossing’, one of the alternative names the Israeli army uses for Checkpoint 300 (see Figure 1). The checkpoint
seems empty. I hesitantly move forward; it feels strange to enter this completely unfamiliar place.
After pushing against one of the turnstiles I enter a long hallway that is ﬁlled with music! Yes, music! Arabic
music, to be precise. I walk up the hallway and see where the music is coming from: there are two TV sets that
are blaring loud music while playing a clip in which the use of the new biometric scanners is illustrated, the socalled ‘speed gates’. I am ﬂabbergasted. Music and video clips inside Checkpoint 300! The clip looks exactly
like a clip that could be used in Schiphol Airport to explain passport scanners (see Figure 2). In the past the
terminal checkpoints have been compared to airports and this comparison has not been as adequate to me as it
is right now.
I continue and I feel unsure about how to move forward. There are two large doors that lead to another corridor with four double doors. All four doors seem closed. There are no indications of where I should go and
due to my horrible sense of direction – I have the ability to get lost in my own neighbourhood – I am completely disorientated. I try one of the doors. It does not open. While standing there, a Palestinian man walks up
behind me and pushes against another door. It is also closed. We try the third and get lucky, it opens. There are
no lights or any form of signage to know which door would be open – one has to push against the door to ﬁnd
out. Walking through the third door I am back in familiar territory – we are in the hall with the metal detectors. But there are considerably more metal detectors now. Eight instead of three. The rooms with the initial
three metal detectors have been made smaller and new metal detectors have been added. The light on top of
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Figure 1: ‘Welcome to Rachel’s Tomb crossing’
(source: photo by the author, May 2019).

one of the turnstiles that leads towards a metal detector is green, so I push against it. It does not move. The
man and I try several turnstiles until we ﬁnd one that moves. The lights on top of this turnstile are oﬀ. After
passing through the turnstile, I see two Israeli soldiers sitting inside a booth next to the metal detector and Xray machine. I realise that these are the ﬁrst checkpoint managers I have seen so far – in the ﬁrst sections of the
checkpoint I have only seen cameras. I walk through the metal detector, which remains silent, and pass
through another turnstile.
Here, I stand still for a moment to take in what I see in front of me. There is a large sign that says ‘for biometric
card holders only’. There are three openings underneath the sign that have document and face scanners, these
are the scanners whose workings were explained in the clip that was portrayed on the TV sets. Next to these
three openings there is a fourth opening with a booth with a soldier. Since I do not hold a biometric card, I
queue for the booth. There is a short queue and there are private security guards observing from the other side
of the scanners. There are Palestinian men passing through the biometric card readers. I have never seen this
type of scanner work this fast at an airport. The Palestinian men put their card on the scanner, look in the
camera and a few seconds later they can pass. Are these better scanners? Or perhaps less accurate? While I
am waiting to get to the front of the queue, I also see that the machines often seem to stop working. The
men who are trying to pass through the biometric card reader then turn to another machine and I see several
of them walk continuously back and forth between the machines. This does not seem very eﬃcient. I get to the
front of the queue. The soldier glances at my passport and gestures that I can pass, quickly as always; with my
Dutch passport and white skin I do not have to provide any biometric data. I try to linger a bit to continue
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Figure 2: The ‘speed gate’ clip
(source: photo by the author, May 2019).

observing the machines but one of the private security guards is glaring at me in a rather intimidating way, so I
exit the checkpoint – bypassing many more gates with biometric scanning devices, colourful pictures showing
images of attractive destinations ‘inside Israel’7 and large Israeli ﬂags (see Figure 3).

I had expected Checkpoint 300 to look diﬀerent, but I was surprised to see how drastically it had
changed. Looking at the newly relaunched checkpoint as an example of the continued normalization of the checkpoint regime, I follow the description of normalization in relation to the checkpoints of Hagar Kotef and Merav Amir as ‘the illusion that (…) [the checkpoints] are normal
sites marking the border between two sovereign entities and concealing the fact that Israeli rule
applies on both sides of the terminal’ (Kotef and Amir 2007, 982). At ﬁrst sight, Checkpoint 300
indeed looked more like an ‘oﬃcial border crossing’, with its high ceilings, TV sets, biometric
card readers, colourful photos and large Israeli ﬂags. Of course, there were still heavily armed private security guards and soldiers, but these were only visible at the later stages of the passage. Looking at the ‘façade of legitimacy’, the oﬃcial ‘humanitarian lane’ had been out of use at the old
terminal Checkpoint 300, and the exit lane had doubled as exit lane and humanitarian lane
(Rijke and Minca 2018). Now, there was a new entry, speciﬁcally assigned to function as the humanitarian lane, including a large welcome sign.
During my stay in Bethlehem in 2019 I went on a go-along-interview with 57-year-old Nisreen
and we discussed this new humanitarian lane. I met Nisreen on Thursday, the 2nd of May at 8am to
go through Checkpoint 300 together. I had interviewed her several times in 2016 and 2017 (see
Rijke and Minca 2019), and she was happy to take me through the new Checkpoint 300. When
we walked up to the new checkpoint, I spotted a Palestinian man in a yellow vest standing next
to the new humanitarian lane. Nisreen explained she believed he was employed by the IDF to
tell women, children, the sick and elderly whether or not the lane was open, and indeed, he
waved at us and pointed us towards the lane.8 I asked Nisreen if he came with the new checkpoint
and she said she was not sure anymore when he had arrived, but that his presence had made the
passage easier because it makes it clear immediately whether or not the lane was open. However,
he was not always there, so sometimes they still needed to check the turnstile to see if the lane
was opened.
With or without the presence of this yellow-vested man, most of the people with whom I spoke
said that indeed, the checkpoint had become much faster. A few days after my ﬁrst encounter with
the new Checkpoint 300, I went there early in the morning for a more elaborate observation. When
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Figure 3: Israeli ﬂags inside Checkpoint 300
(source: photo by the author, May 2019).

I saw 20-year old Abdel, a merchant who sells produce at the checkpoint and has always been happy
to chat with me throughout the years, he joked to me that the hard days at Checkpoint 300 were
over. We were joined this morning by two Scandinavian women of the EAPPI and Abdel seemed
proud to tell them that I had experienced the horrible mornings in the old checkpoint. I knew ‘the
real checkpoint’, something they would not be able to experience. And indeed, this morning passage
through Checkpoint 300 seemed smooth and quick. In these moments, I could indeed see the present ‘checkpoint future’ of an enduring checkpoint regime materialized in the ‘legitimised façade’
and functioning of Checkpoint 300.

Arbitrariness
When I walk up to the biometric scanners, it seems like there are some Palestinian men ‘waiting around’
before passing through the scanners. I am not sure what these men are waiting for. I bypass them and get
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in the short queue for the IDF booth. After standing in the queue for a few minutes, an elderly man standing
behind me gets out of the queue and tries the biometric scanner. It does not let him through. A private security
guard standing behind the scanner says ‘permit’ to him – tasrich. The elderly man shows him his permit but
the private security guard tells him no and gestures that the man has to go back. He seems confused. He is
looking at his permit and again holds it up, perhaps trying to show that it is valid? I would also say this
man should be able to pass the checkpoint without a permit? He certainly seems old enough.9 The man
tries to get back into the queue for the IDF booth, but the private security guard gestures again, more aggressively, that he has to go back. By now I have passed the booth and I am trying to see what will happen. However, the same private security guard looks at me now and I decide to continue. While I am waiting for the bus
to Jerusalem I am trying to see if the elderly man appears, but he does not. It seems like he indeed had to
return.

(Fieldnotes excerpt, 7 May 2019).
As the ﬁeldnotes excerpt shows, the ‘legitimised façade’ of the new Checkpoint 300 was still
accompanied by arbitrariness; deﬁned here as the production of a set of selective, unpredictable
and mutable geographies of mobility through the presence of irregularities, a lack of clarity and
tense interactions between checkpoint managers and Palestinian commuters (Rijke 2019, 2020;
Rijke & Minca, 2018, 2019). When the machine decided not to read this man’s biometric data,
the private security guard intervened. In this moment, the guard decided that even though this
man held a permit, and his age should have exempted him from even having to carry a permit,
he was not allowed to pass. Here, we can see an example of the central role played by the biometric
card readers and how, when they misbehave, space is created for the checkpoint managers to intervene and apply endless arbitrary ‘exceptions’.
Other machines inside Checkpoint 300 also showed a (familiar) lack of regular workings.
Turnstiles with green lights were locked, while unlocked turnstiles did not have their lights turned
on at all. Furthermore, on several occasions when I passed through the new checkpoint, the TV
sets in the beginning that showed the workings of the biometric card scanners were turned oﬀ.
Abdel told me on one occasion that when the new checkpoint was just launched, he was given
the task to turn the TV sets on in the morning, a task he was paid for by the IDF. At some
point, the IDF told him it was not necessary anymore. Now, the TV sets were sometimes on,
but more often, they were oﬀ. This indeed makes one wonder what role they have, would the
assumption be that regular commuters now knew how the scanners worked? Was turning the
TV sets on or employing Palestinians to do this too much hassle? Or had this part of the ‘façade
of legitimacy’ already outlived its function?
My surprise at the quick passages because of the biometric ID scanners also disappeared when I
noticed how irregular their workings were. During the passage with Nisreen, we got into the queue
for the IDF booth. I asked Nisreen if she would normally use the scanners and whether or not my
presence made her decide to queue up for the booth. She said that she did use the scanners from
time to time, but that they did not always work. This morning, the scanners indeed did not
seem to work properly. They would allow one, two, or three commuters to pass through in a matter
of minutes, but then stopped working all together. A few minutes later, they seemed to start to work
again. This created a situation in which the commuters who had queued up for one machine had to
continuously switch to another machine. We witnessed one man walk back and forth between three
machines until he was eventually able to pass through the ﬁrst one that had rejected him. So while
the actual time it took to pass through Checkpoint 300 might have gone down, the passage itself
seemed more chaotic than it was before.
The irregular workings of the machines and the space that is created for the checkpoint managers to intervene and apply endless arbitrary ‘exceptions’ should not be seen as possible ‘failures’
that will disappear at some point. Actually, these moments are inherent to the present ‘checkpoint
future’ because they continuously reinstate the asymmetrical relationship between the occupier and
occupied, and, hence, work towards the endurance of the Israeli military regime in the Occupied
Palestinian Territories.
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Concluding remarks: Aren’t we Palestinians lucky?
When I discussed the new checkpoint with a Palestinian friend, she rolled her eyes and asked me,
sarcastically, ‘Aren’t we Palestinians lucky?’. She continued on and argued that these are especially
dangerous times. As she explained, many Palestinians in the West Bank have internalized the Israeli
military regime and stopped resisting it. The regime has thus been normalized, and these checkpoints, with their concrete walls, scanning devices, colourful pictures and large Israeli ﬂags, are a
part of this.
However, to come back to Rema Hammami: ‘Human agency cannot be completely automated
out of the system’ (2019, 95). Even though the newly relaunched Checkpoint 300 has a more fully
developed ‘façade of legitimacy’ and its workings continue to be characterized by irregularity and
arbitrariness, the role played by Palestinian commuters cannot be automated out of the system.
Palestinian commuters use diverse strategies when engaging with the checkpoint regime. They
employ their ‘checkpoint knowledge’ to try to positively inﬂuence their passages: incorporating,
and as such ‘reproducing’, certain implications, while redeﬁning and resisting others.
The most explicit way of resisting the checkpoints’ regime is by not passing through them, but
this is a privilege not many Palestinians have. However, there are numerous more subtle, ways of
how Palestinian commuters redeﬁne and resist certain workings of the checkpoints, as analysed by
authors such as Rema Hammami (2004; 2010, 2015, 2019), Peteet (2017), Tawil-Souri (2009, 2010,
2011), and myself (Rijke 2019, 2020; Rijke and Minca 2018, 2019). While at ﬁrst glance it may seem
strange that there is some leeway for people to resist the checkpoints’ workings, this leeway is
inherent to the ambivalence and unpredictability at play inside the checkpoints: the arbitrary workings also create (precarious) spaces to resist and subvert the checkpoint regime.
The level to which Palestinian commuters can redeﬁne and resist the checkpoint’s workings is
limited. In the end, almost all of my Palestinian interviewees remarked that ‘it all came down to
the mood of the soldiers’ (see also Peteet 2017 and Hammami 2019) and their willingness to
allow the commuters’ twisting and subverting of the checkpoints’ logic. But the ways in which
Palestinian commuters engage with and inﬂuence the workings of Checkpoint 300 also inﬂuence
its present future: while perhaps not the intended ‘checkpoint future’ of the continued presence
of the checkpoint regime and Israeli military regime in general, it is inherent to the functioning
of the checkpoints, which are, always, an outcome of the interaction between checkpoint managers,
rules and regulations, machines, and Palestinian commuters and their agency.
With this contribution, I hope to encourage further research on the workings of checkpoints, in
Israel/Palestine and beyond. By analysing arbitrariness as neither accidental nor incidental but,
rather, as inherent to the spatial regime of the checkpoints, the important role played by the oppressive daily precarious geographies to which commuters are subjected and the coping mechanisms of
these same commuters can be studied as a part of the same regime of power. These insights, gained
here through detailed observations of the workings of the checkpoints, demonstrate the added value
of including arbitrariness as inherent to the checkpoint regime, not only in the analysis of checkpoints in Israel/Palestine, but also of border crossings elsewhere.

Notes
1. All the names were changed to ensure the anonymity of interviewees.
2. When Israel occupied the West Bank and the Gaza Strip in 1967, it annexed East Jerusalem – even though it
has been claimed by the Palestinian Authority as the capital city of a future Palestinian state. Until today, the
status of Jerusalem remains disputed (unispal.org)
3. The term ‘border’ should not be interpreted here as a separation between two sovereign states. Here, I use the
term ‘border’ to refer to the Green Line, or the 1949 Armistice border: the border recommended by the UN in
1947 between Israel and Palestine. However, do to the Israeli architecture of occupation, as well as many of the
practices of the Israeli army and Jewish settlers, it has become increasingly diﬃcult to identify the Green Line
or any other ‘border’ between Israel and the West Bank.
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4. Machsom Watch is an Israeli all women organisation that opposes the occupation of the Palestinian Territories.
One of its main tasks is to monitor and document the workings of the checkpoints in the West Bank
(‘machsom’ means ‘checkpoint’ in Hebrew) (MachsomWatch 2019). The Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel team (EAPPI) is an organisation that provides an international presence in
the West Bank. One of the EAPPI teams’ activities is going to large checkpoints during rush hour to observe
the workings of the checkpoint and produce reports afterwards (EAPPI 2019).
5. Besides Checkpoint 300 I also analysed two car checkpoints, namely The Tunnels checkpoint and Al Walaja
checkpoint (see Rijke 2020).
6. See also the work of Hammami (2004, 2010, 2015, 2019), Tawil-Souri (2009, 2010, 2011) and Peteet (2017) for
an analysis of the experiences of Palestinians passing through checkpoints.
7. These include images of Damascus gate in Jerusalem, an entry point to the old city that is located in East
Jerusalem.
8. As far as I am aware, the position of Palestinian employees of the IDF at checkpoints has not been the subject
yet of (academic) research projects.
9. ‘Age’ is one of the categories that has been adopted by the Israeli authorities to qualify Palestinians and their
related mobility during their passages. According to rules currently in place, men older than 55 years of age
and women over 50 with a West Bank ID card should be allowed to pass Checkpoint 300 without a permit.
However, as Claudio Minca and I have indicated elsewhere, these categories are key to the everyday
implementation of the checkpoint (ir)rationalities (Rijke and Minca 2018).
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